
GOAL: Perform a series of 
water quality tests that help 
to understand healthy and 
unhealthy changes in the 
river, which affect the plants 
and animals seen in other 
stations. 

Procedure: 

1. Introduce location, definition 
of watershed and estuary 

2. Tests 1-5 

• For each test, ask:  Why did we get 
this result?  What factors affect 
this condition?  How does this 
condition affect organisms? 

1. Salinity 
1. Measure salinity in ppt of 

Bottle A and B using labeled 
hydrometers. 

2. Guess what Bottle C (Rhode 
River) salinity will be based on 
location in watershed. 

3. Define and discuss “brackish,” 
“estuary,” and “salinity 
gradients.” 

2. pH 
1. Give examples of acidic (sour 

lemonade), neutral (drinking 
water) and basic (bleach) 
solutions.  

2. Test the pH of the “mystery 
sample” (vinegar). 
• Use the chart to ID the pH 

value. 
3. Test the pH of the Rhode River 

(use Bottle C). 
• Use the chart to ID the pH 

value. 
4. Talk about neutral pH and how 

biological processes are negatively 
affected when the pH of the water 
is outside of that range. 

3. Depth 
1. Lower brick into the water until it 

rests on the bottom (no longer 
tugs). 

2. Pinch string at the surface of the 
water and count the markings as 
you pull it up. 

3. Multiply by 10=?cm. 
4. Use large white measurement 

stick on dock to visualize. 

4. Turbidity 
1. Slowly lower the Secchi 

Disk into the water until 
the black and white pattern 
is no longer visible. 

2. Pinch the string at the 
surface of the water and 
count the marks as you pull 
it out of the water. 

3. Multiply by 10=?cm. 
• Sediment/pollution/ algae 

increase the turbidity 
• Photosynthesis impeded by 

cloudy water (high tur.). 
• Oysters help filter the 

water, and therefore lower 
turbidity. 

Station 2: Water Testing QUICK NOTES 

5. Temperature 
1. Pull up the two 

thermometers (hanging off 
the dock to the right of the 
table looking towards 
shore). 
• 1 deep, 1 shallow 

2. Discuss what factors affect 
temperature (depth, 
season, precipitation). 



Get all of the students involved. 

Try starting from the left and giving jobs to 
students down the line. Have the far right 
student be the recorder to keep their attention. 

Emphasize the purpose. 

The rapid and quantitative nature of this station 
can leave students feeling disconnected if the 
purpose is not emphasized.  

Be clear that these tests provide a baseline of the 
conditions experienced by the organisms they 
are studying at other stations. 

5 tests in 20-25 minutes can be tight.  

Watch the time. 

It’s better to cover 4 tests comprehensively than 5 
tests insufficiently. 

Temperature can be briefly discussed at the end if 
time is short, since students are the most 
familiar with  it. 

Tips Vocabulary 

Acidic: A solution with a pH value between 1 and 6 . 

Alkaline: A solution with a pH value between 8 and 14 

Brackish: A mixture of fresh and salt water.  

Cold-blooded: An animal that is unable to control its 
own temperature.  

Estuary: A partially enclosed body of water in which 
fresh and salt water mix.  

Neutral: A solution with a pH value between 6 and 8.  

pH: A measure of the acidity or alkalinity of a solution, 
or the concentration of hydrogen ions in a solution.  

Salinity: A measure of the total amount of salt in a 
given volume of water. Usually measured in parts per 
thousand (ppt).  Changes may cause populations to shift 

Salinity Gradient: A change in salinity over 
horizontal or vertical space i.e. the gradient between 
freshwater coming off the land and the saltwater of the 
Atlantic Ocean. There are also vertical gradients based 
on depth and temperature. 

Secchi disk: A black and white patterned, circular, 
weighted disk used to measure turbidity.  

Sessile: Attached to a solid surface, unable to move 
freely.  

Turbidity: A measure of the cloudiness of the water.  


